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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




FROM “THE JOURNAL OF OCCULTISM” MID-JANUARY, 1907


A strange story comes from the Adriatic. It appears that on the night of the 9th, as the Italia Steamship Company’s vessel “Victorine” was passing a little before midnight the point known as “the Spear of Ivan,” on the coast of the Blue Mountains, the attention of the Captain, then on the bridge, was called by the look-out man to a tiny floating light close inshore.  It is the custom of some South-going ships to run close to the Spear of Ivan in fine weather, as the water is deep, and there is no settled current; also there are no outlying rocks.  Indeed, some years ago the local steamers had become accustomed to hug the shore here so closely that an intimation was sent from Lloyd’s that any mischance under the circumstances would not be included in ordinary sea risks.  Captain Mirolani is one of those who insist on a wholesome distance from the promontory being kept; but on his attention having been called to the circumstance reported, he thought it well to investigate it, as it might be some case of personal distress.  Accordingly, he had the engines slowed down, and edged cautiously in towards shore.  He was joined on the bridge by two of his officers, Signori Falamano and Destilia, and by one passenger on board, Mr. Peter Caulfield, whose reports of Spiritual Phenomena in remote places are well known to the readers of “The Journal of Occultism.”  The following account of the strange occurrence written by him, and attested by the signatures of Captain Mirolani and the other gentleman named, has been sent to us.


“… It was eleven minutes before twelve midnight on Saturday, the 9th day of January, 1907, when I saw the strange sight off the headland known as the Spear of Ivan on the coast of the Land of the Blue Mountains.  It was a fine night, and I stood right on the bows of the ship, where there was nothing to obstruct my view.  We were some distance from the Spear of Ivan, passing from northern to southern point of the wide bay into which it projects.  Captain Mirolani, the Master, is a very careful seaman, and gives on his journeys a wide berth to the bay which is tabooed by Lloyd’s.  But when he saw in the moonlight, though far off, a tiny white figure of a woman drifting on some strange current in a small boat, on the prow of which rested a faint light (to me it looked like a corpse-candle!), he thought it might be some person in distress, and began to cautiously edge towards it.  Two of his officers were with him on the bridge—Signori Falamano and Destilia.  All these three, as well as myself, saw It.  The rest of the crew and passengers were below.  As we got close the true inwardness of It became apparent to me; but the mariners did not seem to realize till the very last.  This is, after all, not strange, for none of them had either knowledge or experience in Occult matters, whereas for over thirty years I have made a special study of this subject, and have gone to and fro over the earth investigating to the nth all records of Spiritual Phenomena.  As I could see from their movements that the officers did not comprehend that which was so apparent to myself, I took care not to enlighten them, lest such should result in the changing of the vessel’s course before I should be near enough to make accurate observation.  All turned out as I wished—at least, nearly so—as shall be seen.  Being in the bow, I had, of course, a better view than from the bridge.  Presently I made out that the boat, which had all along seemed to be of a queer shape, was none other than a Coffin, and that the woman standing up in it was clothed in a shroud.  Her back was towards us, and she had evidently not heard our approach.  As we were creeping along slowly, the engines were almost noiseless, and there was hardly a ripple as our fore-foot cut the dark water.  Suddenly there was a wild cry from the bridge—Italians are certainly very excitable; hoarse commands were given to the Quartermaster at the wheel; the engine-room bell clanged.  On the instant, as it seemed, the ship’s head began to swing round to starboard; full steam ahead was in action, and before one could understand, the Apparition was fading in the distance.  The last thing I saw was the flash of a white face with dark, burning eyes as the figure sank down into the coffin—just as mist or smoke disappears under a breeze.”




BOOK I


THE WILL OF ROGER MELTON


THE READING OF THE WILL OF ROGER MELTON AND ALL THAT FOLLOWED




Record made by Ernest Roger Halbard Melton, law-student of the Inner Temple, eldest son of Ernest Halbard Melton, eldest son of Ernest Melton, elder brother of the said Roger Melton and his next of kin.





I consider it at least useful—perhaps necessary—to have a complete and accurate record of all pertaining to the Will of my late grand-uncle Roger Melton.


To which end let me put down the various members of his family, and explain some of their occupations and idiosyncrasies.  My father, Ernest Halbard Melton, was the only son of Ernest Melton, eldest son of Sir Geoffrey Halbard Melton of Humcroft, in the shire of Salop, a Justice of the Peace, and at one time Sheriff.  My great-grandfather, Sir Geoffrey, had inherited a small estate from his father, Roger Melton.  In his time, by the way, the name was spelled Milton; but my great-great-grandfather changed the spelling to the later form, as he was a practical man not given to sentiment, and feared lest he should in the public eye be confused with others belonging to the family of a Radical person called Milton, who wrote poetry and was some sort of official in the time of Cromwell, whilst we are Conservatives.  The same practical spirit which originated the change in the spelling of the family name inclined him to go into business.  So he became, whilst still young, a tanner and leather-dresser.  He utilized for the purpose the ponds and streams, and also the oak-woods on his estate—Torraby in Suffolk.  He made a fine business, and accumulated a considerable fortune, with a part of which he purchased the Shropshire estate, which he entailed, and to which I am therefore heir-apparent.


Sir Geoffrey had, in addition to my grandfather, three sons and a daughter, the latter being born twenty years after her youngest brother.  These sons were: Geoffrey, who died without issue, having been killed in the Indian Mutiny at Meerut in 1857, at which he took up a sword, though a civilian, to fight for his life; Roger (to whom I shall refer presently); and John—the latter, like Geoffrey, dying unmarried.  Out of Sir Geoffrey’s family of five, therefore, only three have to be considered: My grandfather, who had three children, two of whom, a son and a daughter, died young, leaving only my father, Roger and Patience.  Patience, who was born in 1858, married an Irishman of the name of Sellenger—which was the usual way of pronouncing the name of St. Leger, or, as they spelled it, Sent Leger—restored by later generations to the still older form.  He was a reckless, dare-devil sort of fellow, then a Captain in the Lancers, a man not without the quality of bravery—he won the Victoria Cross at the Battle of Amoaful in the Ashantee Campaign.  But I fear he lacked the seriousness and steadfast strenuous purpose which my father always says marks the character of our own family.  He ran through nearly all of his patrimony—never a very large one; and had it not been for my grand-aunt’s little fortune, his days, had he lived, must have ended in comparative poverty.  Comparative, not actual; for the Meltons, who are persons of considerable pride, would not have tolerated a poverty-stricken branch of the family.  We don’t think much of that lot—any of us.


Fortunately, my great-aunt Patience had only one child, and the premature decease of Captain St. Leger (as I prefer to call the name) did not allow of the possibility of her having more.  She did not marry again, though my grandmother tried several times to arrange an alliance for her.  She was, I am told, always a stiff, uppish person, who would not yield herself to the wisdom of her superiors.  Her own child was a son, who seemed to take his character rather from his father’s family than from my own.  He was a wastrel and a rolling stone, always in scrapes at school, and always wanting to do ridiculous things.  My father, as Head of the House and his own senior by eighteen years, tried often to admonish him; but his perversity of spirit and his truculence were such that he had to desist.  Indeed, I have heard my father say that he sometimes threatened his life.  A desperate character he was, and almost devoid of reverence.  No one, not even my father, had any influence—good influence, of course, I mean—over him, except his mother, who was of my family; and also a woman who lived with her—a sort of governess—aunt, he called her.  The way of it was this: Captain St. Leger had a younger brother, who made an improvident marriage with a Scotch girl when they were both very young.  They had nothing to live on except what the reckless Lancer gave them, for he had next to nothing himself, and she was “bare”—which is, I understand, the indelicate Scottish way of expressing lack of fortune.  She was, however, I understand, of an old and somewhat good family, though broken in fortune—to use an expression which, however, could hardly be used precisely in regard to a family or a person who never had fortune to be broken in!  It was so far well that the MacKelpies—that was the maiden name of Mrs. St. Leger—were reputable—so far as fighting was concerned.  It would have been too humiliating to have allied to our family, even on the distaff side, a family both poor and of no account.  Fighting alone does not make a family, I think.  Soldiers are not everything, though they think they are.  We have had in our family men who fought; but I never heard of any of them who fought because they wanted to.  Mrs. St. Leger had a sister; fortunately there were only those two children in the family, or else they would all have had to be supported by the money of my family.


Mr. St. Leger, who was only a subaltern, was killed at Maiwand; and his wife was left a beggar.  Fortunately, however, she died—her sister spread a story that it was from the shock and grief—before the child which she expected was born.  This all happened when my cousin—or, rather, my father’s cousin, my first-cousin-once-removed, to be accurate—was still a very small child.  His mother then sent for Miss MacKelpie, her brother-in-law’s sister-in-law, to come and live with her, which she did—beggars can’t be choosers; and she helped to bring up young St. Leger.


I remember once my father giving me a sovereign for making a witty remark about her.  I was quite a boy then, not more than thirteen; but our family were always clever from the very beginning of life, and father was telling me about the St. Leger family.  My family hadn’t, of course, seen anything of them since Captain St. Leger died—the circle to which we belong don’t care for poor relations—and was explaining where Miss MacKelpie came in.  She must have been a sort of nursery governess, for Mrs. St. Leger once told him that she helped her to educate the child.


“Then, father,” I said, “if she helped to educate the child she ought to have been called Miss MacSkelpie!”


When my first-cousin-once-removed, Rupert, was twelve years old, his mother died, and he was in the dolefuls about it for more than a year.  Miss MacKelpie kept on living with him all the same.  Catch her quitting!  That sort don’t go into the poor-house when they can keep out!  My father, being Head of the Family, was, of course, one of the trustees, and his uncle Roger, brother of the testator, another.  The third was General MacKelpie, a poverty-stricken Scotch laird who had a lot of valueless land at Croom, in Ross-shire.  I remember father gave me a new ten-pound note when I interrupted him whilst he was telling me of the incident of young St. Leger’s improvidence by remarking that he was in error as to the land.  From what I had heard of MacKelpie’s estate, it was productive of one thing; when he asked me “What?” I answered “Mortgages!”  Father, I knew, had bought, not long before, a lot of them at what a college friend of mine from Chicago used to call “cut-throat” price.  When I remonstrated with my father for buying them at all, and so injuring the family estate which I was to inherit, he gave me an answer, the astuteness of which I have never forgotten.


“I did it so that I might keep my hand on the bold General, in case he should ever prove troublesome.  And if the worst should ever come to the worst, Croom is a good country for grouse and stags!”  My father can see as far as most men!


When my cousin—I shall call him cousin henceforth in this record, lest it might seem to any unkind person who might hereafter read it that I wished to taunt Rupert St. Leger with his somewhat obscure position, in reiterating his real distance in kinship with my family—when my cousin, Rupert St. Leger, wished to commit a certain idiotic act of financial folly, he approached my father on the subject, arriving at our estate, Humcroft, at an inconvenient time, without permission, not having had even the decent courtesy to say he was coming.  I was then a little chap of six years old, but I could not help noticing his mean appearance.  He was all dusty and dishevelled.  When my father saw him—I came into the study with him—he said in a horrified voice:


“Good God!”  He was further shocked when the boy brusquely acknowledged, in reply to my father’s greeting, that he had travelled third class.  Of course, none of my family ever go anything but first class; even the servants go second.  My father was really angry when he said he had walked up from the station.


“A nice spectacle for my tenants and my tradesmen!  To see my—my—a kinsman of my house, howsoever remote, trudging like a tramp on the road to my estate!  Why, my avenue is two miles and a perch!  No wonder you are filthy and insolent!”  Rupert—really, I cannot call him cousin here—was exceedingly impertinent to my father.


“I walked, sir, because I had no money; but I assure you I did not mean to be insolent.  I simply came here because I wished to ask your advice and assistance, not because you are an important person, and have a long avenue—as I know to my cost—but simply because you are one of my trustees.”


“Your trustees, sirrah!” said my father, interrupting him.  “Your trustees?”


“I beg your pardon, sir,” he said, quite quietly.  “I meant the trustees of my dear mother’s will.”


“And what, may I ask you,” said father, “do you want in the way of advice from one of the trustees of your dear mother’s will?”  Rupert got very red, and was going to say something rude—I knew it from his look—but he stopped, and said in the same gentle way:


“I want your advice, sir, as to the best way of doing something which I wish to do, and, as I am under age, cannot do myself.  It must be done through the trustees of my mother’s will.”


“And the assistance for which you wish?” said father, putting his hand in his pocket.  I know what that action means when I am talking to him.


“The assistance I want,” said Rupert, getting redder than ever, “is from my—the trustee also.  To carry out what I want to do.”


“And what may that be?” asked my father.  “I would like, sir, to make over to my Aunt Janet—”  My father interrupted him by asking—he had evidently remembered my jest:


“Miss MacSkelpie?”  Rupert got still redder, and I turned away; I didn’t quite wish that he should see me laughing.  He went on quietly:


“MacKelpie, sir!  Miss Janet MacKelpie, my aunt, who has always been so kind to me, and whom my mother loved—I want to have made over to her the money which my dear mother left to me.”  Father doubtless wished to have the matter take a less serious turn, for Rupert’s eyes were all shiny with tears which had not fallen; so after a little pause he said, with indignation, which I knew was simulated:


“Have you forgotten your mother so soon, Rupert, that you wish to give away the very last gift which she bestowed on you?”  Rupert was sitting, but he jumped up and stood opposite my father with his fist clenched.  He was quite pale now, and his eyes looked so fierce that I thought he would do my father an injury.  He spoke in a voice which did not seem like his own, it was so strong and deep.


“Sir!” he roared out.  I suppose, if I was a writer, which, thank God, I am not—I have no need to follow a menial occupation—I would call it “thundered.”  “Thundered” is a longer word than “roared,” and would, of course, help to gain the penny which a writer gets for a line.  Father got pale too, and stood quite still.  Rupert looked at him steadily for quite half a minute—it seemed longer at the time—and suddenly smiled and said, as he sat down again:


“Sorry.  But, of course, you don’t understand such things.”  Then he went on talking before father had time to say a word.


“Let us get back to business.  As you do not seem to follow me, let me explain that it is because I do not forget that I wish to do this.  I remember my dear mother’s wish to make Aunt Janet happy, and would like to do as she did.”


“Aunt Janet?” said father, very properly sneering at his ignorance.  “She is not your aunt.  Why, even her sister, who was married to your uncle, was only your aunt by courtesy.”  I could not help feeling that Rupert meant to be rude to my father, though his words were quite polite.  If I had been as much bigger than him as he was than me, I should have flown at him; but he was a very big boy for his age.  I am myself rather thin.  Mother says thinness is an “appanage of birth.”


“My Aunt Janet, sir, is an aunt by love.  Courtesy is a small word to use in connection with such devotion as she has given to us.  But I needn’t trouble you with such things, sir.  I take it that my relations on the side of my own house do not affect you.  I am a Sent Leger!”  Father looked quite taken aback.  He sat quite still before he spoke.


“Well, Mr. St. Leger, I shall think over the matter for a while, and shall presently let you know my decision.  In the meantime, would you like something to eat?  I take it that as you must have started very early, you have not had any breakfast?”  Rupert smiled quite genially:


“That is true, sir.  I haven’t broken bread since dinner last night, and I am ravenously hungry.”  Father rang the bell, and told the footman who answered it to send the housekeeper.  When she came, father said to her:


“Mrs. Martindale, take this boy to your room and give him some breakfast.”  Rupert stood very still for some seconds.  His face had got red again after his paleness.  Then he bowed to my father, and followed Mrs. Martindale, who had moved to the door.


Nearly an hour afterwards my father sent a servant to tell him to come to the study.  My mother was there, too, and I had gone back with her.  The man came back and said:


“Mrs. Martindale, sir, wishes to know, with her respectful service, if she may have a word with you.”  Before father could reply mother told him to bring her.  The housekeeper could not have been far off—that kind are generally near a keyhole—for she came at once.  When she came in, she stood at the door curtseying and looking pale.  Father said:


“Well?”


“I thought, sir and ma’am, that I had better come and tell you about Master Sent Leger.  I would have come at once, but I feared to disturb you.”


“Well?”  Father had a stern way with servants.  When I’m head of the family I’ll tread them under my feet.  That’s the way to get real devotion from servants!


“If you please, sir, I took the young gentleman into my room and ordered a nice breakfast for him, for I could see he was half famished—a growing boy like him, and so tall!  Presently it came along.  It was a good breakfast, too!  The very smell of it made even me hungry.  There were eggs and frizzled ham, and grilled kidneys, and coffee, and buttered toast, and bloater-paste—”


“That will do as to the menu,” said mother.  “Go on!”


“When it was all ready, and the maid had gone, I put a chair to the table and said, ‘Now, sir, your breakfast is ready!’  He stood up and said, ‘Thank you, madam; you are very kind!’ and he bowed to me quite nicely, just as if I was a lady, ma’am!”


“Go on,” said mother.


“Then, sir, he held out his hand and said, ‘Good-bye, and thank you,’ and he took up his cap.


“‘But aren’t you going to have any breakfast, sir?’ I says.


“‘No, thank you, madam,’ he said; ‘I couldn’t eat here … in this house, I mean!’  Well, ma’am, he looked so lonely that I felt my heart melting, and I ventured to ask him if there was any mortal thing I could do for him.  ‘Do tell me, dear,’ I ventured to say.  ‘I am an old woman, and you, sir, are only a boy, though it’s a fine man you will be—like your dear, splendid father, which I remember so well, and gentle like your poor dear mother.’


“‘You’re a dear!’ he says; and with that I took up his hand and kissed it, for I remember his poor dear mother so well, that was dead only a year.  Well, with that he turned his head away, and when I took him by the shoulders and turned him round—he is only a young boy, ma’am, for all he is so big—I saw that the tears were rolling down his cheeks.  With that I laid his head on my breast—I’ve had children of my own, ma’am, as you know, though they’re all gone.  He came willing enough, and sobbed for a little bit.  Then he straightened himself up, and I stood respectfully beside him.


“‘Tell Mr. Melton,’ he said, ‘that I shall not trouble him about the trustee business.’


“‘But won’t you tell him yourself, sir, when you see him?’ I says.


“‘I shall not see him again,’ he says; ‘I am going back now!’


“Well, ma’am, I knew he’d had no breakfast, though he was hungry, and that he would walk as he come, so I ventured to say: ‘If you won’t take it a liberty, sir, may I do anything to make your going easier?  Have you sufficient money, sir?  If not, may I give, or lend, you some?  I shall be very proud if you will allow me to.’


“‘Yes,’ he says quite hearty.  ‘If you will, you might lend me a shilling, as I have no money.  I shall not forget it.’  He said, as he took the coin: ‘I shall return the amount, though I never can the kindness.  I shall keep the coin.’  He took the shilling, sir—he wouldn’t take any more—and then he said good-bye.  At the door he turned and walked back to me, and put his arms round me like a real boy does, and gave me a hug, and says he:


“‘Thank you a thousand times, Mrs. Martindale, for your goodness to me, for your sympathy, and for the way you have spoken of my father and mother.  You have seen me cry, Mrs. Martindale,’ he said; ‘I don’t often cry: the last time was when I came back to the lonely house after my poor dear was laid to rest.  But you nor any other shall ever see a tear of mine again.’  And with that he straightened out his big back and held up his fine proud head, and walked out.  I saw him from the window striding down the avenue.  My! but he is a proud boy, sir—an honour to your family, sir, say I respectfully.  And there, the proud child has gone away hungry, and he won’t, I know, ever use that shilling to buy food!”


Father was not going to have that, you know, so he said to her:


“He does not belong to my family, I would have you to know.  True, he is allied to us through the female side; but we do not count him or his in my family.”  He turned away and began to read a book.  It was a decided snub to her.


But mother had a word to say before Mrs. Martindale was done with.  Mother has a pride of her own, and doesn’t brook insolence from inferiors; and the housekeeper’s conduct seemed to be rather presuming.  Mother, of course, isn’t quite our class, though her folk are quite worthy and enormously rich.  She is one of the Dalmallingtons, the salt people, one of whom got a peerage when the Conservatives went out.  She said to the housekeeper:


“I think, Mrs. Martindale, that I shall not require your services after this day month!  And as I don’t keep servants in my employment when I dismiss them, here is your month’s wages due on the 25th of this month, and another month in lieu of notice.  Sign this receipt.”  She was writing a receipt as she spoke.  The other signed it without a word, and handed it to her.  She seemed quite flabbergasted.  Mother got up and sailed—that is the way that mother moves when she is in a wax—out of the room.


Lest I should forget it, let me say here that the dismissed housekeeper was engaged the very next day by the Countess of Salop.  I may say in explanation that the Earl of Salop, K.G., who is Lord-Lieutenant of the County, is jealous of father’s position and his growing influence.  Father is going to contest the next election on the Conservative side, and is sure to be made a Baronet before long.


Letter from Major-General Sir Colin Alexander MacKelpie, V.C., K.C.B., of Croom, Ross, N.B., to Rupert Sent Leger, Esq., 14, Newland Park, Dulwich, London, S.E.


July 4, 1892.




MY DEAR GODSON,


I am truly sorry I am unable to agree with your request that I should acquiesce in your desire to transfer to Miss Janet MacKelpie the property bequeathed to you by your mother, of which property I am a trustee.  Let me say at once that, had it been possible to me to do so, I should have held it a privilege to further such a wish—not because the beneficiare whom you would create is a near kinswoman of my own.  That, in truth, is my real difficulty.  I have undertaken a trust made by an honourable lady on behalf of her only son—son of a man of stainless honour, and a dear friend of my own, and whose son has a rich heritage of honour from both parents, and who will, I am sure, like to look back on his whole life as worthy of his parents, and of those whom his parents trusted.  You will see, I am sure, that whatsoever I might grant regarding anyone else, my hands are tied in this matter.


And now let me say, my dear boy, that your letter has given me the most intense pleasure.  It is an unspeakable delight to me to find in the son of your father—a man whom I loved, and a boy whom I love—the same generosity of spirit which endeared your father to all his comrades, old as well as young.  Come what may, I shall always be proud of you; and if the sword of an old soldier—it is all I have—can ever serve you in any way, it and its master’s life are, and shall be, whilst life remains to him, yours. It grieves me to think that Janet cannot, through my act, be given that ease and tranquillity of spirit which come from competence.  But, my dear Rupert, you will be of full age in seven years more.  Then, if you are in the same mind—and I am sure you will not change—you, being your own master, can do freely as you will.  In the meantime, to secure, so far as I can, my dear Janet against any malign stroke of fortune, I have given orders to my factor to remit semi-annually to Janet one full half of such income as may be derived in any form from my estate of Croom.  It is, I am sorry to say, heavily mortgaged; but of such as is—or may be, free from such charge as the mortgage entails—something at least will, I trust, remain to her.  And, my dear boy, I can frankly say that it is to me a real pleasure that you and I can be linked in one more bond in this association of purpose.  I have always held you in my heart as though you were my own son.  Let me tell you now that you have acted as I should have liked a son of my own, had I been blessed with one, to have acted.  God bless you, my dear.


Yours ever,
COLIN ALEX. MACKELPIE.





Letter from Roger Melton, of Openshaw Grange, to Rupert Sent Leger, Esq., 14, Newland Park, Dulwich, London, S.E.


July 1, 1892.




MY DEAR NEPHEW,


Your letter of the 30th ult. received.  Have carefully considered matter stated, and have come to the conclusion that my duty as a trustee would not allow me to give full consent, as you wish.  Let me explain.  The testator, in making her will, intended that such fortune as she had at disposal should be used to supply to you her son such benefits as its annual product should procure.  To this end, and to provide against wastefulness or foolishness on your part, or, indeed, against any generosity, howsoever worthy, which might impoverish you and so defeat her benevolent intentions regarding your education, comfort, and future good, she did not place the estate directly in your hands, leaving you to do as you might feel inclined about it.  But, on the contrary, she entrusted the corpus of it in the hands of men whom she believed should be resolute enough and strong enough to carry out her intent, even against any cajolements or pressure which might be employed to the contrary.  It being her intention, then, that such trustees as she appointed would use for your benefit the interest accruing annually from the capital at command, and that only (as specifically directed in the will), so that on your arriving at full age the capital entrusted to us should be handed over to you intact, I find a hard-and-fast duty in the matter of adhering exactly to the directions given.  I have no doubt that my co-trustees regard the matter in exactly the same light.  Under the circumstances, therefore, we, the trustees, have not only a single and united duty towards you as the object of the testator’s wishes, but towards each other as regards the manner of the carrying out of that duty.  I take it, therefore, that it would not be consonant with the spirit of the trust or of our own ideas in accepting it that any of us should take a course pleasant to himself which would or might involve a stern opposition on the part of other of the co-trustees.  We have each of us to do the unpleasant part of this duty without fear or favour.  You understand, of course, that the time which must elapse before you come into absolute possession of your estate is a limited one.  As by the terms of the will we are to hand over our trust when you have reached the age of twenty-one, there are only seven years to expire.  But till then, though I should gladly meet your wishes if I could, I must adhere to the duty which I have undertaken.  At the expiration of that period you will be quite free to divest yourself of your estate without protest or comment of any man.


Having now expressed as clearly as I can the limitations by which I am bound with regard to the corpus of your estate, let me say that in any other way which is in my power or discretion I shall be most happy to see your wishes carried out so far as rests with me.  Indeed, I shall undertake to use what influence I may possess with my co-trustees to induce them to take a similar view of your wishes.  In my own thinking you are quite free to use your own property in your own way.  But as, until you shall have attained your majority, you have only life-user in your mother’s bequest, you are only at liberty to deal with the annual increment.  On our part as trustees we have a first charge on that increment to be used for purposes of your maintenance, clothes, and education.  As to what may remain over each half-year, you will be free to deal with it as you choose.  On receiving from you a written authorization to your trustees, if you desire the whole sum or any part of it to be paid over to Miss Janet MacKelpie, I shall see that it is effected.  Believe me, that our duty is to protect the corpus of the estate, and to this end we may not act on any instruction to imperil it.  But there our warranty stops.  We can deal during our trusteeship with the corpus only.  Further, lest there should arise any error on your part, we can deal with any general instruction for only so long as it may remain unrevoked.  You are, and must be, free to alter your instructions or authorizations at any time.  Thus your latest document must be used for our guidance.


As to the general principle involved in your wish I make no comment.  You are at liberty to deal with your own how you will.  I quite understand that your impulse is a generous one, and I fully believe that it is in consonance with what had always been the wishes of my sister.  Had she been happily alive and had to give judgment of your intent, I am convinced that she would have approved.  Therefore, my dear nephew, should you so wish, I shall be happy for her sake as well as your own to pay over on your account (as a confidential matter between you and me), but from my own pocket, a sum equal to that which you wish transferred to Miss Janet MacKelpie.  On hearing from you I shall know how to act in the matter.  With all good wishes,


Believe me to be, Your affectionate uncle,
ROGER MELTON.





TO RUPERT SENT LEGER, ESQ.


Letter from Rupert Sent Leger to Roger Melton,


July 5, 1892.




MY DEAR UNCLE,


Thank you heartily for your kind letter.  I quite understand, and now see that I should not have asked you as a trustee, such a thing.  I see your duty clearly, and agree with your view of it.  I enclose a letter directed to my trustees, asking them to pay over annually till further direction to Miss Janet MacKelpie at this address whatever sum may remain over from the interest of my mother’s bequest after deduction of such expenses as you may deem fit for my maintenance, clothing, and education, together with a sum of one pound sterling per month, which was the amount my dear mother always gave me for my personal use—“pocket-money,” she called it.


With regard to your most kind and generous offer to give to my dear Aunt Janet the sum which I would have given myself, had such been in my power, I thank you most truly and sincerely, both for my dear aunt (to whom, of course, I shall not mention the matter unless you specially authorize me) and myself.  But, indeed, I think it will be better not to offer it.  Aunt Janet is very proud, and would not accept any benefit.  With me, of course, it is different, for since I was a wee child she has been like another mother to me, and I love her very much.  Since my mother died—and she, of course, was all-in-all to me—there has been no other.  And in such a love as ours pride has no place.  Thank you again, dear uncle, and God bless you.


Your loving nephew,
RUPERT SENT LEGER.







ERNEST ROGER HALBARD MELTON’S RECORD—Continued


And now re the remaining one of Sir Geoffrey’s children, Roger.  He was the third child and third son, the only daughter, Patience, having been born twenty years after the last of the four sons.  Concerning Roger, I shall put down all I have heard of him from my father and grandfather.  From my grand-aunt I heard nothing, I was a very small kid when she died; but I remember seeing her, but only once.  A very tall, handsome woman of a little over thirty, with very dark hair and light-coloured eyes.  I think they were either grey or blue, but I can’t remember which.  She looked very proud and haughty, but I am bound to say that she was very nice to me.  I remember feeling very jealous of Rupert because his mother looked so distinguished.  Rupert was eight years older than me, and I was afraid he would beat me if I said anything he did not like.  So I was silent except when I forgot to be, and Rupert said very unkindly, and I think very unfairly, that I was “A sulky little beast.”  I haven’t forgot that, and I don’t mean to.  However, it doesn’t matter much what he said or thought.  There he is—if he is at all—where no one can find him, with no money or nothing, for what little he had he settled when he came of age, on the MacSkelpie.  He wanted to give it to her when his mother died, but father, who was a trustee, refused; and Uncle Roger, as I call him, who is another, thought the trustees had no power to allow Rupert to throw away his matrimony, as I called it, making a joke to father when he called it patrimony.  Old Sir Colin MacSkelpie, who is the third, said he couldn’t take any part in such a permission, as the MacSkelpie was his niece.  He is a rude old man, that.  I remember when, not remembering his relationship, I spoke of the MacSkelpie, he caught me a clip on the ear that sent me across the room.  His Scotch is very broad.  I can hear him say, “Hae some attempt at even Soothern manners, and dinna misca’ yer betters, ye young puddock, or I’ll wring yer snoot!”  Father was, I could see, very much offended, but he didn’t say anything.  He remembered, I think, that the General is a V.C. man, and was fond of fighting duels.  But to show that the fault was not his, he wrung my ear—and the same ear too!  I suppose he thought that was justice!  But it’s only right to say that he made up for it afterwards.  When the General had gone he gave me a five-pound note.


I don’t think Uncle Roger was very pleased with the way Rupert behaved about the legacy, for I don’t think he ever saw him from that day to this.  Perhaps, of course, it was because Rupert ran away shortly afterwards; but I shall tell about that when I come to him.  After all, why should my uncle bother about him?  He is not a Melton at all, and I am to be Head of the House—of course, when the Lord thinks right to take father to Himself!  Uncle Roger has tons of money, and he never married, so if he wants to leave it in the right direction he needn’t have any trouble.  He made his money in what he calls “the Eastern Trade.”  This, so far as I can gather, takes in the Levant and all east of it.  I know he has what they call in trade “houses” in all sorts of places—Turkey, and Greece, and all round them, Morocco, Egypt, and Southern Russia, and the Holy Land; then on to Persia, India, and all round it; the Chersonese, China, Japan, and the Pacific Islands.  It is not to be expected that we landowners can know much about trade, but my uncle covers—or alas! I must say “covered”—a lot of ground, I can tell you.  Uncle Roger was a very grim sort of man, and only that I was brought up to try and be kind to him I shouldn’t ever have dared to speak to him.  But when was a child father and mother—especially mother—forced me to go and see him and be affectionate to him.  He wasn’t ever even civil to me, that I can remember—grumpy old bear!  But, then, he never saw Rupert at all, so that I take it Master R— is out of the running altogether for testamentary honours.  The last time I saw him myself he was distinctly rude.  He treated me as a boy, though I was getting on for eighteen years of age.  I came into his office without knocking; and without looking up from his desk, where he was writing, he said: “Get out!  Why do you venture to disturb me when I’m busy?  Get out, and be damned to you!”  I waited where I was, ready to transfix him with my eye when he should look up, for I cannot forget that when my father dies I shall be Head of my House.  But when he did there was no transfixing possible.  He said quite coolly:


“Oh, it’s you, is it?  I thought it was one of my office boys.  Sit down, if you want to see me, and wait till I am ready.”  So I sat down and waited.  Father always said that I should try to conciliate and please my uncle.  Father is a very shrewd man, and Uncle Roger is a very rich one.


But I don’t think Uncle R— is as shrewd as he thinks he is.  He sometimes makes awful mistakes in business.  For instance, some years ago he bought an enormous estate on the Adriatic, in the country they call the “Land of Blue Mountains.”  At least, he says he bought it.  He told father so in confidence.  But he didn’t show any title-deeds, and I’m greatly afraid he was “had.”  A bad job for me that he was, for father believes he paid an enormous sum for it, and as I am his natural heir, it reduces his available estate to so much less.


And now about Rupert.  As I have said, he ran away when he was about fourteen, and we did not hear about him for years.  When we—or, rather, my father—did hear of him, it was no good that he heard.  He had gone as a cabin-boy on a sailing ship round the Horn.  Then he joined an exploring party through the centre of Patagonia, and then another up in Alaska, and a third to the Aleutian Islands.  After that he went through Central America, and then to Western Africa, the Pacific Islands, India, and a lot of places.  We all know the wisdom of the adage that “A rolling stone gathers no moss”; and certainly, if there be any value in moss, Cousin Rupert will die a poor man.  Indeed, nothing will stand his idiotic, boastful wastefulness.  Look at the way in which, when he came of age, he made over all his mother’s little fortune to the MacSkelpie! I am sure that, though Uncle Roger made no comment to my father, who, as Head of our House, should, of course, have been informed, he was not pleased.  My mother, who has a good fortune in her own right, and has had the sense to keep it in her own control—as I am to inherit it, and it is not in the entail, I am therefore quite impartial—I can approve of her spirited conduct in the matter.  We never did think much of Rupert, anyhow; but now, since he is in the way to be a pauper, and therefore a dangerous nuisance, we look on him as quite an outsider.  We know what he really is.  For my own part, I loathe and despise him.  Just now we are irritated with him, for we are all kept on tenterhooks regarding my dear Uncle Roger’s Will.  For Mr. Trent, the attorney who regulated my dear uncle’s affairs and has possession of the Will, says it is necessary to know where every possible beneficiary is to be found before making the Will public, so we all have to wait.  It is especially hard on me, who am the natural heir.  It is very thoughtless indeed of Rupert to keep away like that.  I wrote to old MacSkelpie about it, but he didn’t seem to understand or to be at all anxious—he is not the heir!  He said that probably Rupert Sent Leger—he, too, keeps to the old spelling—did not know of his uncle’s death, or he would have taken steps to relieve our anxiety.  Our anxiety, forsooth!  We are not anxious; we only wish to know.  And if we—and especially me—who have all the annoyance of thinking of the detestable and unfair death-duties, are anxious, we should be so.  Well, anyhow, he’ll get a properly bitter disappointment and set down when he does turn up and discovers that he is a pauper without hope!


To-day we (father and I) had letters from Mr. Trent, telling us that the whereabouts of “Mr. Rupert Sent Leger” had been discovered, and that a letter disclosing the fact of poor Uncle Roger’s death had been sent to him.  He was at Titicaca when last heard of.  So goodness only knows when he may get the letter, which “asks him to come home at once, but only gives to him such information about the Will as has already been given to every member of the testator’s family.”  And that is nil.  I dare say we shall be kept waiting for months before we get hold of the estate which is ours.  It is too bad!


Letter from Edward Bingham Trent to Ernest Roger Halbard Melton.


176, Lincoln’s Inn Fields,
December 28, 1906.




DEAR SIR,


I am glad to be able to inform you that I have just heard by letter from Mr. Rupert St. Leger that he intended leaving Rio de Janeiro by the S.S. Amazon, of the Royal Mail Company, on December 15.  He further stated that he would cable just before leaving Rio de Janeiro, to say on what day the ship was expected to arrive in London.  As all the others possibly interested in the Will of the late Roger Melton, and whose names are given to me in his instructions regarding the reading of the Will, have been advised, and have expressed their intention of being present at that event on being apprised of the time and place, I now beg to inform you that by cable message received the date scheduled for arrival at the Port of London was January 1 prox.  I therefore beg to notify you, subject to postponement due to the non-arrival of the Amazon, the reading of the Will of the late Roger Melton, Esq., will take place in my office on Thursday, January 3 prox., at eleven o’clock a.m.


I have the honour to be, sir,
Yours faithfully,
EDWARD BINGHAM TRENT.





TO ERNEST ROGER HALBARD MELTON, ESQ.,
HUMCROFT,
SALOP.




Cable: Rupert Sent Leger to Edward Bingham Trent.


Amazon arrives London January 1.  SENT LEGER.


Telegram (per Lloyd’s): Rupert Sent Leger to Edward Bingham Trent.


THE LIZARD,
December 31.




Amazon arrives London to-morrow morning.  All well.—Leger.




Telegram: Edward Bingham Trent to Ernest Roger Halbard Mellon.


Rupert Sent Leger arrived.  Reading Will takes place as arranged.—Trent.


ERNEST ROGER HALBARD MELTON’S RECORD


January 4, 1907.


The reading of Uncle Roger’s Will is over.  Father got a duplicate of Mr. Trent’s letter to me, and of the cable and two telegrams pasted into this Record.  We both waited patiently till the third—that is, we did not say anything.  The only impatient member of our family was my mother.  She did say things, and if old Trent had been here his ears would have been red.  She said what ridiculous nonsense it was delaying the reading of the Will, and keeping the Heir waiting for the arrival of an obscure person who wasn’t even a member of the family, inasmuch as he didn’t bear the name.  I don’t think it’s quite respectful to one who is some day to be Head of the House!  I thought father was weakening in his patience when he said: “True, my dear—true!” and got up and left the room.  Some time afterwards when I passed the library I heard him walking up and down.


Father and I went up to town on the afternoon of Wednesday, January 2.  We stayed, of course, at Claridge’s, where we always stay when we go to town.  Mother wanted to come, too, but father thought it better not.  She would not agree to stay at home till we both promised to send her separate telegrams after the reading.


At five minutes to eleven we entered Mr. Trent’s office.  Father would not go a moment earlier, as he said it was bad form to seem eager at any time, but most of all at the reading of a will.  It was a rotten grind, for we had to be walking all over the neighbourhood for half an hour before it was time, not to be too early.


When we went into the room we found there General Sir Colin MacKelpie and a big man, very bronzed, whom I took to be Rupert St. Leger—not a very creditable connection to look at, I thought!  He and old MacKelpie took care to be in time!  Rather low, I thought it.  Mr. St. Leger was reading a letter.  He had evidently come in but lately, for though he seemed to be eager about it, he was only at the first page, and I could see that there were many sheets.  He did not look up when we came in, or till he had finished the letter; and you may be sure that neither I nor my father (who, as Head of the House, should have had more respect from him) took the trouble to go to him.  After all, he is a pauper and a wastrel, and he has not the honour of bearing our Name.  The General, however, came forward and greeted us both cordially.  He evidently had forgotten—or pretended to have—the discourteous way he once treated me, for he spoke to me quite in a friendly way—I thought more warmly than he did to father.  I was pleased to be spoken to so nicely, for, after all, whatever his manners may be, he is a distinguished man—has won the V.C. and a Baronetcy.  He got the latter not long ago, after the Frontier War in India.  I was not, however, led away into cordiality myself.  I had not forgotten his rudeness, and I thought that he might be sucking up to me.  I knew that when I had my dear Uncle Roger’s many millions I should be a rather important person; and, of course, he knew it too.  So I got even with him for his former impudence.  When he held out his hand I put one finger in it, and said, “How do?”  He got very red and turned away.  Father and he had ended by glaring at each other, so neither of us was sorry to be done with him.  All the time Mr. St. Leger did not seem to see or hear anything, but went on reading his letter.  I thought the old MacSkelpie was going to bring him into the matter between us, for as he turned away I heard him say something under his breath.  It sounded like “Help!” but Mr. S— did not hear.  He certainly no notice of it.


As the MacS— and Mr. S— sat quite silent, neither looking at us, and as father was sitting on the other side of the room with his chin in his hand, and as I wanted to show that I was indifferent to the two S’s, I took out this notebook, and went on with the Record, bringing it up to this moment.


THE RECORD—Continued


When I had finished writing I looked over at Rupert.


When he saw us, he jumped up and went over to father and shook his hand quite warmly.  Father took him very coolly.  Rupert, however, did not seem to see it, but came towards me heartily.  I happened to be doing something else at the moment, and at first I did not see his hand; but just as I was looking at it the clock struck eleven.  Whilst it was striking Mr. Trent came into the room.  Close behind him came his clerk, carrying a locked tin box.  There were two other men also.  He bowed to us all in turn, beginning with me.  I was standing opposite the door; the others were scattered about.  Father sat still, but Sir Colin and Mr. St. Leger rose.  Mr. Trent not did shake hands with any of us—not even me.  Nothing but his respectful bow.  That is the etiquette for an attorney, I understand, on such formal occasions.


He sat down at the end of the big table in the centre of the room, and asked us to sit round.  Father, of course, as Head of the Family, took the seat at his right hand.  Sir Colin and St. Leger went to the other side, the former taking the seat next to the attorney.  The General knows, of course, that a Baronet takes precedence at a ceremony.  I may be a Baronet some day myself, and have to know these things.


The clerk took the key which his master handed to him, opened the tin box, and took from it a bundle of papers tied with red tape.  This he placed before the attorney, and put the empty box behind him on the floor.  Then he and the other man sat at the far end of the table; the latter took out a big notebook and several pencils, and put them before him.  He was evidently a shorthand-writer.  Mr. Trent removed the tape from the bundle of papers, which he placed a little distance in front of him.  He took a sealed envelope from the top, broke the seal, opened the envelope, and from it took a parchment, in the folds of which were some sealed envelopes, which he laid in a heap in front of the other paper.  Then he unfolded the parchment, and laid it before him with the outside page up.  He fixed his glasses, and said:


“Gentlemen, the sealed envelope which you have seen me open is endorsed ‘My Last Will and Testament—ROGER MELTON, June, 1906.’  This document”—holding it up—“is as follows:




“‘I Roger Melton of Openshaw Grange in the County of Dorset; of number one hundred and twenty-three Berkeley Square London; and of the Castle of Vissarion in the Land of the Blue Mountains, being of sound mind do make this my Last Will and Testament on this day Monday the eleventh day of the month of June in the year of Our Lord one thousand nine hundred and six at the office of my old friend and Attorney Edward Bingham Trent in number one hundred and seventy-six Lincoln’s Inn Fields London hereby revoking all other wills that I may have formerly made and giving this as my sole and last Will making dispositions of my property as follows:


“‘1.  To my kinsman and nephew Ernest Halbard Melton Esquire, justice of the Peace, Humcroft the County of Salop, for his sole use and benefit the sum of twenty thousand pounds sterling free of all Duties Taxes and charges whatever to be paid out of my Five per centum Bonds of the City of Montreal, Canada.


“‘2.  To my respected friend and colleague as co-trustee to the Will of my late sister Patience late widow of the late Captain Rupert Sent Leger who predeceased her, Major-General Sir Colin Alexander MacKelpie, Baronet, holder of the Victoria Cross, Knight Commander of the Order of the Bath, of Croom in the county of Ross Scotland a sum of Twenty thousand pounds sterling free of all Taxes and charges whatsoever; to be paid out of my Five per centum Bonds of the City of Toronto, Canada.


“‘3.  To Miss Janet MacKelpie presently residing at Croom in the County of Ross Scotland the sum of Twenty thousand pounds sterling free of all Duties Taxes and Charges whatsoever, to be paid out of my Five per centum Bonds of the London County Council.


“‘4.  To the various persons charities and Trustees named in the schedule attached to this Will and marked A. the various sums mentioned therein, all free of Duties and Taxes and charges whatsoever.’”





Here Mr. Trent read out the list here following, and announced for our immediate understanding of the situation the total amount as two hundred and fifty thousand pounds.  Many of the beneficiaries were old friends, comrades, dependents, and servants, some of them being left quite large sums of money and specific objects, such as curios and pictures.




“‘5.  To my kinsman and nephew Ernest Roger Halbard Melton presently living in the	house of his father at Humcroft Salop the sum of Ten thousand pounds sterling.


“‘6.  To my old and valued friend Edward Bingham Trent of one hundred and seventy-six Lincoln’s Inn Fields sum of Twenty thousand pounds sterling free from all Duties Taxes and Charges whatsoever to be paid out of my Five per centum Bonds of the city of Manchester England.


“‘7.  To my dear nephew Rupert Sent Leger only son of my dear sister Patience Melton by her marriage with Captain Rupert Sent Leger the sum of one thousand pounds sterling.  I also bequeath to the said Rupert Sent Leger a further sum conditional upon his acceptance of the terms of a letter addressed to him marked B, and left in the custody of the above Edward Bingham Trent and which letter is an integral part of this my Will.  In case of the non-acceptance of the conditions of such letter, I devise and bequeath the whole of the sums and properties reserved therein to the executors herein appointed Colin Alexander MacKelpie and Edward Bingham Trent in trust to distribute the same in accordance with the terms of the letter in the present custody of Edward Bingham Trent marked C, and now deposited sealed with my seal in the sealed envelope containing my last Will to be kept in the custody of the said Edward Bingham Trent and which said letter C is also an integral part of my Will.  And in case any doubt should arise as to my ultimate intention as to the disposal of my property the above-mentioned Executors are to have full power to arrange and dispose all such matters as may seem best to them without further appeal.  And if any beneficiary under this Will shall challenge the same or any part of it, or dispute the validity thereof, he shall forfeit to the general estate the bequest made herein to him, and any such bequest shall cease and be void to all intents and purposes whatsoever.


“‘8.  For proper compliance with laws and duties connected with testamentary proceedings and to keep my secret trusts secret I direct my Executors to pay all Death, Estate, Settlement, Legacy, Succession, or other duties charges impositions and assessments whatever on the residue of my estate beyond the bequests already named, at the scale charged in the case of most distant relatives or strangers in blood.


“‘9.  I hereby appoint as my Executors Major-General Sir Colin Alexander MacKelpie, Baronet, of Croom in the County of Ross, and Edward Bingham Trent Attorney at Law of one hundred and seventy-six Lincoln’s Inn Fields London West Central with full power to exercise their discretion in any circumstance which may arise in the carrying out my wishes as expressed in this Will.  As reward for their services in this capacity as Executors they are to receive each out of the general estate a sum of one hundred thousand pounds sterling free of all Duties and impositions whatsoever.


“12.  The two Memoranda contained in the letters marked B and C are Integral Parts of this my Last Will are ultimately at the Probate of the Will to be taken as Clauses 10 and 11 of it.  The envelopes are marked B and C on both envelope and contents and the contents of each is headed thus: B to be read as Clause 10 of my Will and the other C to be read as Clause 11 of my Will.


“13.  Should either of the above-mentioned Executors die before the completion of the above year and a half from the date of the Reading of my Will or before the Conditions rehearsed in Letter C the remaining Executor shall have all and several the Rights and Duties entrusted by my Will to both.  And if both Executors should die then the matter of interpretation and execution of all matters in connection with this my Last Will shall rest with the Lord Chancellor of England for the time being or with whomsoever he may appoint for the purpose.


“‘This my Last Will is given by me on the first day of January in the year of Our Lord one thousand nine hundred and seven.


“‘ROGER MELTON.


“‘We Andrew Rossiter and John Colson here in the presence of each other and of the Testator have seen the Testator Roger Melton sign and seal this document.  In witness thereof we hereby set our names


“‘ANDREW ROSSITER clerk of 9 Primrose Avenue London W.C.


“‘JOHN COLSON caretaker of 176 Lincoln’s Inn Fields and Verger of St. Tabitha’s Church Clerkenwell London.’”





When Mr. Trent had finished the reading he put all the papers together, and tied them up in a bundle again with the red tape.  Holding the bundle in his hand, he stood up, saying as he did so:


“That is all, gentlemen, unless any of you wish to ask me any questions; in which case I shall answer, of course, to the best of my power.  I shall ask you, Sir Colin, to remain with me, as we have to deal with some matters, or to arrange a time when we may meet to do so.  And you also, Mr. Sent Leger, as there is this letter to submit to you.  It is necessary that you should open it in the presence of the executors, but there is no necessity that anyone else should be present.”


The first to speak was my father.  Of course, as a county gentleman of position and estate, who is sometimes asked to take the chair at Sessions—of course, when there is not anyone with a title present—he found himself under the duty of expressing himself first.  Old MacKelpie has superior rank; but this was a family affair, in which my father is Head of the House, whilst old MacKelpie is only an outsider brought into it—and then only to the distaff side, by the wife of a younger brother of the man who married into our family.  Father spoke with the same look on his face as when he asks important questions of witnesses at Quarter Sessions.


“I should like some points elucidated.”  The attorney bowed (he gets his 120 thou’, any way, so he can afford to be oily—suave, I suppose he would call it); so father looked at a slip of paper in his hand and asked:


“How much is the amount of the whole estate?”


The attorney answered quickly, and I thought rather rudely.  He was red in the face, and didn’t bow this time; I suppose a man of his class hasn’t more than a very limited stock of manners:


“That, sir, I am not at liberty to tell you.  And I may say that I would not if I could.”


“Is it a million?” said father again.  He was angry this time, and even redder than the old attorney.  The attorney said in answer, very quietly this time:


“Ah, that’s cross-examining.  Let me say, sir, that no one can know that until the accountants to be appointed for the purpose have examined the affairs of the testator up to date.”


Mr. Rupert St. Leger, who was looking all this time angrier than even the attorney or my father—though at what he had to be angry about I can’t imagine—struck his fist on the table and rose up as if to speak, but as he caught sight of both old MacKelpie and the attorney he sat down again.  Mem.—Those three seem to agree too well.  I must keep a sharp eye on them.  I didn’t think of this part any more at the time, for father asked another question which interested me much:


“May I ask why the other matters of the Will are not shown to us?”  The attorney wiped his spectacles carefully with a big silk bandanna handkerchief before he answered:


“Simply because each of the two letters marked ‘B’ and ‘C’ is enclosed with instructions regarding their opening and the keeping secret of their contents.  I shall call your attention to the fact that both envelopes are sealed, and that the testator and both witnesses have signed their names across the flap of each envelope.  I shall read them.  The letter marked ‘B,’ directed to ‘Rupert Sent Leger,’ is thus endorsed:




“‘This letter is to be given to Rupert Sent Leger by the Trustees and is to be opened by him in their presence.  He is to take such copy or make such notes as he may wish and is then to hand the letter with envelope to the Executors who are at once to read it, each of them being entitled to make copy or notes if desirous of so doing.  The letter is then to be replaced in its envelope and letter and envelope are to be placed in another envelope to be endorsed on outside as to its contents and to be signed across the flap by both the Executors and by the said Rupert Sent Leger.


“‘(Signed) ROGER MELTON 1/6/’06.’


“The letter marked ‘C,’ directed to ‘Edward Bingham Trent,’ is thus endorsed:


“‘This letter directed to Edward Bingham Trent is to be kept by him unopened for a term of two years after the reading of my Last Will unless said period is earlier terminated by either the acceptance or refusal of Rupert Sent Leger to accept the conditions mentioned in my letter to him marked ‘B’ which he is to receive and read in the presence of my Executors at the same meeting as but subsequent to the Reading of the clauses (except those to be ultimately numbers ten and eleven) of my Last Will.  This letter contains instructions as to what both the Executors and the said Rupert Sent Leger are to do when such acceptance or refusal of the said Rupert Sent Leger has been made known, or if he omit or refuse to make any such acceptance or refusal, at the end of two years next after my decease.


“‘(Signed) ROGER MELTON 1/6/’06.’”





When the attorney had finished reading the last letter he put it carefully in his pocket.  Then he took the other letter in his hand, and stood up.  “Mr. Rupert Sent Leger,” he said, “please to open this letter, and in such a way that all present may see that the memorandum at top of the contents is given as—


“‘B.  To be read as clause ten of my Will.’”


St. Leger rolled up his sleeves and cuffs just as if he was going to perform some sort of prestidigitation—it was very theatrical and ridiculous—then, his wrists being quite bare, he opened the envelope and took out the letter.  We all saw it quite well.  It was folded with the first page outward, and on the top was written a line just as the attorney said.  In obedience to a request from the attorney, he laid both letter and envelope on the table in front of him.  The clerk then rose up, and, after handing a piece of paper to the attorney, went back to his seat.  Mr. Trent, having written something on the paper, asked us all who were present, even the clerk and the shorthand man, to look at the memorandum on the letter and what was written on the envelope, and to sign the paper, which ran:


“We the signatories of this paper hereby declare that we have seen the sealed letter marked B and enclosed in the Will of Roger Melton opened in the presence of us all including Mr. Edward Bingham Trent and Sir Colin Alexander MacKelpie and we declare that the paper therein contained was headed ‘B.  To be read as clause ten of my Will’ and that there were no other contents in the envelope.  In attestation of which we in the presence of each other append our signatures.”


The attorney motioned to my father to begin.  Father is a cautious man, and he asked for a magnifying-glass, which was shortly brought to him by a clerk for whom the clerk in the room called.  Father examined the envelope all over very carefully, and also the memorandum at top of the paper.  Then, without a word, he signed the paper.  Father is a just man.  Then we all signed.  The attorney folded the paper and put it in an envelope.  Before closing it he passed it round, and we all saw that it had not been tampered with.  Father took it out and read it, and then put it back.  Then the attorney asked us all to sign it across the flap, which we did.  Then he put the sealing-wax on it and asked father to seal it with his own seal.  He did so.  Then he and MacKelpie sealed it also with their own seals, Then he put it in another envelope, which he sealed himself, and he and MacKelpie signed it across the flap.


Then father stood up, and so did I.  So did the two men—the clerk and the shorthand writer.  Father did not say a word till we got out into the street.  We walked along, and presently we passed an open gate into the fields.  He turned back, saying to me:


“Come in here.  There is no one about, and we can be quiet.  I want to speak to you.”  When we sat down on a seat with none other near it, father said:


“You are a student of the law.  What does all that mean?”  I thought it a good occasion for an epigram, so I said one word:


“Bilk!”


“H’m!” said father; “that is so far as you and I are concerned.  You with a beggarly ten thousand, and I with twenty.  But what is, or will be, the effect of those secret trusts?”


“Oh, that,” I said, “will, I dare say, be all right.  Uncle Roger evidently did not intend the older generation to benefit too much by his death.  But he only gave Rupert St. Leger one thousand pounds, whilst he gave me ten.  That looks as if he had more regard for the direct line.  Of course—”  Father interrupted me:


“But what was the meaning of a further sum?”


“I don’t know, father.  There was evidently some condition which he was to fulfil; but he evidently didn’t expect that he would.  Why, otherwise, did he leave a second trust to Mr. Trent?”


“True!” said father.  Then he went on: “I wonder why he left those enormous sums to Trent and old MacKelpie.  They seem out of all proportion as executors’ fees, unless—”


“Unless what, father?”


“Unless the fortune he has left is an enormous one.  That is why I asked.”


“And that,” I laughed, “is why he refused to answer.”


“Why, Ernest, it must run into big figures.”


“Right-ho, father.  The death-duties will be annoying.  What a beastly swindle the death-duties are!  Why, I shall suffer even on your own little estate …”
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